Book reviews
Reflections on Muscle. Andrew Huxley (The Sherrington Lectures XIV) pp 111 £9 Liverpool University Press 1980 Whenever a scientist talks of skeletal muscle and its behaviour, it is inevitable that the name of Andrew Huxley will either be mentioned or else his fundamental contributions to our knowledge of muscular structure and function will somewhere impinge upon or influence the topic under discussion. How wise, therefore, were the Councillors of the University of Liverpool in choosing him as the Sherrington lecturer for 1977 and how fortunate are we to be able to read in this little monograph the subject matter of the lectures now published in expanded form. For in this modest volume one of the greatest physiologists of our time crystallizes for us clearly and yet succinctly present knowledge about the sliding filament theory of muscular contraction, basing his comments not only upon the results of his own work but also paying very full tribute to the crucial studies of others, notably the late Jean Hanson and his namesake Hugh. The first 20 or so pages of the book are devoted to a fascinating review of various nineteenth century biological studies and particularly of some of those upon the structure and function of muscle which demonstrated, surely for the umpteenth time, how often it is in science that fundamental discoveries are made and then forgotten, only to be rediscovered 50 or more years later.
But overall what we are given in a volume ofjust over 100 pages is a potted history of biological science in microcosm, based upon the elucidation of the consecutive steps of discovery which ultimately revealed to us much of what we now know about the biophysics and chemistry of muscular contraction. And although, as one would expect of Sir Andrew, his own work is never overemphasized, his contributions are woven into the overall tapestry in such a way that this is not only an enjoyable and revealing work of scholarship but also in a sense a fragment of scientific autobiography. There can be no denying the success of this series, now at the quarter century mark with volumes 21 to 24 still in print. As ever there is something for everyone. Some of the best articles are on topics where the advances have yet to be translated into changes in everyday clinical practice. This holds for the reviews of prostacyclin and thromboxane, and of high-density lipoproteins. The other articles are on gynaecomastia, lactic acidosis, pituitary tumours, lipoprotein metabolism in liver disease, cholestasis, acute pancreatitis, the 'contact' system of plasma, radionuclides in cardiology, the anomalous A-V conducting pathways, solute removal in renal failure, the pharmacology of the reninangiotensin system, pseudogout (an authoritative review, this, by McCarty) cell markers in lymphomas and leukaemias, 'poisoned bait' for macrophages, Group B streptococcal infections and viral vaccines. The authors are all from American centres and the references given mainly from the American literature with practically nothing later than 1978. Inevitably with a publication of this sort, articles on some ofthe more rapidly advancing
